**To the editor:** Pediatric congenital birth defects differ not only from country to another, but from one geographical area to another within a country. Unfortunately, we have no accurate information for Yemen. To determine the birth defect rate and number of newborns that might need emergency surgical intervention in Yemen, we performed a retrospective review of the hospital registry and patient files in Al-Sabeen Hospital, a 250-bed tertiary care hospital for women and children, and teaching hospital of Sana'a Medical School. The birth defect rate for each anomaly was calculated from records for the 75-month period from September 1996 to December 2002 with the denominator the total number of live births. Cases were classified according the International Classification of Diseases, 1988. Combined defects were defined as the presence of two birth defects and multiple defects as the presence of more than three defects in one child. Cases of congenital heart diseases were not recorded because echocardiography was not performed on every infant. Facilities were also not available for investigation of inborn errors of metabolism or chromosomal abnormalities. We were unable to estimate the birth defect rate for the country due to the lack of data on the number of live births countrywide.

During the 75-month period, 39 501 live births were recorded and congenital birth defects included 107 major/minor single defects, 9 combined defects and 14 multiple defects ([Table 1](#t1-asm-4-303){ref-type="table"}), Seventy-nine infants (60.8%) were referred to pediatric surgery for emergency surgical intervention. The overall birth defect rate was 3.29 per 1000. The rate of hydrocephalus in our study (0.71 per 1000) was considerably higher than that reported x by the International Clearinghouse for Birth Defects (ICBD) for live and still births for Italy (0.299 per 1000), but similar to that reported for the United Arab Emirates (0.611 per 1000).[@b1-asm-4-303] The rate of birth defects requiring urgent surgical treatment was 1.99 per 1000 (55% females, 45% males) ([Table 2](#t2-asm-4-303){ref-type="table"}). This rate is comparable to Saudi studies in Makkah in 1995/1996 (1.95 per 1000)[@b2-asm-4-303] and the eastern provinces (2.1 per 1000).[@b3-asm-4-303]

This study indicates there was a higher rate of neural tube defects compared to international studies, but the rates for choanal atresia, cleft lip/palate, imperforated anus, gastroschisis, and Polydactyly were much less than those in other countries. Our study could lead to reliable inter-country registration of congenital anomalies in Yemen. We hope this study may encourage further epidemiological studies throughout our country and define the prevalence of congenital anomalies in Yemen.

###### 

Birth defect rates for Al-Sabeen Hospital, Sana'a, Yemen (September 1996 to December 2002).

  Anomaly                        No cases   Birth defects per 1000 live births
  ------------------------------ ---------- ------------------------------------
   Hydrocephalus                 28         0.71
   Meningocele                   17         0.43
   Down syndrome                 11         0.28
   Esophageal atresia            9          0.23
   Meningomyelocele              8          0.20
   Clubbed foot                  6          0.15
   Microcephaly                  6          0.15
   Encephalocele                 6          0.15
  Minor birth defects (single)   16         0.41
  Multiple congenital defects    14         0.47
  Combined birth defects         9          0.23
  Total                          130        3.29

###### 

Rates for birth defects requiring urgent surgical treatment.

  Anomaly                           Birth defects per 1000 live births
  --------------------------------- ------------------------------------
  Total neural tube defects         1.6
  Esophageal atresia                0.23
  Congenital diaphragmatic hernia   0.05
  Teratoma                          0.05
  Omphacele                         0.05
  Duodenal atresia                  0.05
  Anorectal atresia                 0.25
  Choanal atresia                   0.025
  Gastroschisis                     0.025
